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WHITETAIL HABITAT NEEDS 

The primary needs of deer that may be improved through habitat management are food, cover, and 

water. Of these, landowners will primarily be managing for food and cover. 

 

Food 

Deer have very diverse diets and are known to consume a very wide variety of plants. Beyond plant 

matter, deer are also known to consume other things such as mushrooms and even occasionally meat, 

such as young birds and small mammals. A deers diet varies by season with deer focusing their 

foraging efforts on whatever is most nutritious and palatable during a given period. In the springtime, 

deer will feed primarily on new succulent growth of forbs, trees, shrubs, and grasses. In the summer, 

deer will continue to consume primarily succulent green growth. In fall, deer will consume mast crops 

such as acorns as they become available, green growth, and fallen leaves to increase fat stores to carry 

through the lean winter months. In winter, a deers metabolism slows, and their diet turns to less 

nutritious foods such as dormant buds, mast that is accessible through the snow, and evergreen trees 

such as cedar and hemlock. 

 

Cover 

Adequate cover is vital to 

deer for escaping and 

hiding from threats, 

protection from the 

elements, providing 

security while bedding, 

and hiding fawns in the 

spring.  

 

Escape cover may take 

many forms including tall 

grasses and forbs, shrubby 

areas, and dense growth 
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of young trees. The purpose of cover is ultimately to provide deer with protection and security in their 

environment. An additional cover need of deer is for winter shelter, particularly in the northern and 

western parts of the state. Deer wintering cover consists of primarily closed-canopy softwood stands of 

cedar, hemlock, fir, and spruce and is typically used only when snow conditions are the most 

restrictive. These restrictive conditions may last for only a few weeks or as long as a few months 

depending on winter severity and location in the state. 

 

Water 

Deer can get much of the water that they need from the foods that they eat. During times when 

succulent growth is abundant, deer may make only infrequent use of standing water. When needed, 

Maine has an abundance of fresh water in rivers, ponds, lakes, and ephemeral pools, so it is typically 

not necessary to provide deer with additional water sources. While ƛǘΩǎ typically not necessary to 

provide additional water in Maine, a well-placed watering hole can be an attractive feature to deer. 
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IMPROVING YOUR HABITAT FOR DEER 

Improving habitat for deer requires you to make a thorough examination of your property and 

consider how you are meeting the needs of your area whitetails. Take a look throughout your 

property: What areas are most being used by deer? What areas are seeing very little activity? What 

resources are attracting deer in the heavily used areas, and what is lacking in the areas with little 

activity? How does deer activity vary throughout the year? What resources are available on 

neighboring properties? By better understanding a deers needs and what your property and the 

surrounding area has and does not have to offer, you may begin to formulate a plan to improve your 

deer habitat. 

 

Wildlife Openings 

Maine is nearly 90% forested, and not all forests are created equally in terms of their food and cover 

values for deer. Forests with ample palatable understory such as tree seedlings, forbs, and herbs will 

be very productive forests for deer whereas forests with mostly open understory or understory 

dominated by unpalatable species such as ferns will not be very productive for deer. 

 

While most of Maines forested areas produce good regenerative growth in the understory, some 

forests may have little or no young growth at ground level. There are several reasons why our forests 

may be without much understory, and these reasons include lack of sunlight reaching the forest floor, 

overabundant deer, and lack of seed stock. Among these, the first is the most common and easiest to 

remedy. 
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Take some time to walk through your forest in the summer. Is there much young tree growth and 

many seedlings? Are there forbs and herbs growing in the understory? Or is your understory mostly 

open with primarily just blown down trees and perhaps ferns present? If the latter is the case, and if 

your property is not a deer wintering area, then creating some wildlife openings in your forest may be 

a good step towards improving your habitat for deer. If your property is or contains part of a deer 

wintering area, you should contact your local office of MDIFW to speak with a wildlife biologist about 

options for appropriate management. Click here to find your local regional MDIFW office. 

 

Ideal deer habitat consists of different cover types and ample edge habitat. Edge habitat occurs where 

two different habitat or land feature types meet, such as a forest meeting a meadow or flat land 

meeting a hilly area. These areas are attractive to deer (and many other species) because they offer a 

greater variety of food and cover resources in a concentrated area compared to areas of a single 

habitat type.  

 

 

https://www.maine.gov/ifw/about/contact/department-directory.html
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Creating wildlife openings in your forest will create attractive edge habitat and encourage young 

regenerative tree growth. As this young tree growth begins to fill in the opening, the new growth will 

be excellent food and cover for deer. The process of creating a wildlife opening is very simple; you 

need to pick your ideal location, remove trees, and then tidy up the area. Here are some tips to 

consider when selecting your site, removing trees, and maintaining the site. 

 

ω Plan out your wildlife opening before you begin. Have a plan for the opening boundaries, how 

you will remove the wood and where you will pile it, and which- if any- trees you may want to 

leave growing. 

 

ω While even very small wildlife openings can be beneficial, take note of how much sunlight is 

reaching the ground as you cut. If your opening is too small, trees at the edge may still shade 

the opening and hinder regeneration of some species. It will be helpful to note the ǎǳƴΩǎ 

direction and height above the horizon and try to orient the opening to receive the most 

sunlight. 

 

ω If you live in a very high deer-density area or if the area of regenerating growth is small, you 

may find that deer are browsing seedlings and stump sprouts down to the ground too quickly 

for them to establish. If deer browsing is proving to be an issue, consider fencing around some 

preferred trees for a few years. You may also cut and leave some tree trunks, slash, and 

branches on the ground for a couple of years to make deer movement through the area difficult 

and provide some protection for seedlings and other regrowth. If you want to remove these 

trunks and branches later, you should cut them to size from the start so that they can be easily 

removed without damaging the young growth. 

 

ω Note that many tree species will vigorously stump sprout; a maple stump, for example, may 

send up dozens of stump sprouts, which grow quickly and will provide excellent food for deer. 

 

ω Be aware that forest openings may also provide opportunities for invasive species or 

undesirable species to take over. Familiarize yourself with the invasive species in your area and 
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be prepared to begin treatment if your opening is colonized by these. See the section on 

invasive species control for more information. 

 

Small-scale Cutting Techniques 

There are many smaller scale techniques that can be used to improve your deer habitat. None of these 

should be viewed as either-or, rather they should be viewed as helpful components to include in your 

overall habitat management plans. 

 

Hinge cutting- It may be surprising to learn that if you cut only partway through a tree and push it over, 

the part that remains connected to the trunk will continue to feed nutrients to the crown of the tree 

for several years. This is a technique referred to as hinge cutting. This is best used on small hardwood 

trees that are 3-сέ in diameter. Some hinge cut trees will continue to live and grow for several years, 

and while the crown is still producing new growth, the horizontal trunk may also sprout growth. This 

leafy growth near the ground provides food and ground-level cover for deer.  

 

 

 

These types of cuts are best made on hardwood trees and in the winter or early spring before trees 

begin putting on new green growth. 
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While hinge cutting some trees can provide excellent ground-level food and cover, this should not be 

used to completely replace normal tree regeneration on the ground as these hinge cut trees will not 

live nearly as long as their upright neighbors, and they may outcompete some of the regeneration 

occurring at ground level. Some preferred applications of hinge cutting include:  

 

ω Provide ground-level cover alongside wildlife openings, natural feeding areas, bedding areas, 

and food plots. You can also establish bedding areas by strategically hinge cutting in areas 

where ȅƻǳΩŘ like deer to bed such as nearby to food sources; you ŘƻƴΩt need to hinge cut a lot 

of trees, just enough to provide good horizontal cover that deer will relate to. Remember, deer 

prefer to bed on a flat spot and to have a good view of their surroundings, so plan your cuts 

accordingly. 

 

ω Provide stands of ground-level vegetation for feeding. If this is your aim, you will produce more 

growth on your downed hinge cut trees if they receive more sunlight, so you may need to 

remove additional trees from the canopy. Hinge cutting should not be viewed as a way to 

provide a primary food source, rather you should use this technique to augment other 

landscape features in the area such as travel corridors or bedding areas. 

 

ω Establish travel corridors by creating a path for travel and hinge cutting trees perpendicular to 

this trail. This will provide browse and cover to deer using the travel corridor. Note that in areas 

with primarily open woods, deer will prefer more open travel corridors as opposed to very tight 

and framed-in corridors. 
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Winter cuts- The winter months can be very challenging for deer, particularly in Maine where they 

must endure low temperatures and very deep snow in some areas. During the winter, a deers 

metabolism slows down, and their body goes into maintenance mode with the goal of foraging being 

to slow the decline in body weight rather than to maintain or gain weight. Because a deers diet 

naturally shifts throughout the seasons with dormant buds and woody browse making up a large 

portion of their winter diet, providing more food of this type can be very beneficial to overwintering 

deer. If you have plans to do any cutting on your property, it may be worth leaving some of the work 

until winter. The downed branches and tops of hardwood trees will provide great additional winter 

forage for deer.  

 

This type of cutting may prove very attractive to deer during the winter, so you should not cut trees to 

provide deer food near roads where the additional deer activity could result in deer-vehicle collisions. 
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Crop tree release and improving mast production- If your property has mast or other food-producing 

trees, such as oak, beech, and apple, you may assist the more productive trees towards greater food 

production by doing a crop tree release. Most mast and fruit production comes from a relatively small 

number of larger mature trees, whereas smaller trees with little or no canopy presence are less 

productive.  

 

By removing these smaller, less-productive trees, which still compete for soil resources, you may aid 

the larger trees towards producing more acorns, nuts, and fruit for your local wildlife to enjoy. If you 

have beech trees on your property and would like to encourage beech nut production, be aware that 

beech bark disease is common in Maine and may hinder your ability to produce quality trees and nuts, 

and beech leaf disease has arrived in Maine as well. If this is your goal, consult with a forester first. 

Learn more about beech bark disease and beech leaf disease.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.maine.gov/dacf/mfs/forest_health/documents/beech_bark_disease.pdf
https://www.maine.gov/dacf/mfs/forest_health/invasive_threats/beech_leaf_disease.htm
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Cleaning up blowdowns- Travelling through the woods can be very difficult if there are a lot of blown 

down trees and branches. If you find that your forest is difficult for you to walk through, then it is 

probably also difficult for deer to walk through.  

 

Clean up select sections of your forest by breaking down some of these blowdowns, particularly in 

areas of high deer travel and use or in areas where you can create a travel corridor between other 

attractive landscape features. These blowdowns provide some very useful cover and habitat for deer 

and other species and are an important part of a healthy forest, so it is not advisable to remove them 

all; however, removing some of the downed trees and brush in select areas may encourage deer to 

travel through and use those areas more frequently. If you have deer wintering on your property, take 

note of where they travel during restrictive snow conditions, and be careful not to obstruct these 

travel corridors with debris from your cutting activities.  

 

 


